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beautiful voice he had in fact. In that case, I
think, he would be a first class tenor but the
artistic impact that he would have caused
would not have the same relative weight
compared with the impact reached in his
times, because he would remain a king
in the vocal aspect, but that vocal aspect
would have no longer the importance it
traditionally had in the golden years of the
old times.
As public taste changed, also changed
voice trainers and their techniques. Singers
must now have an attractive look in accordance with the characters that they embody.
They not only have to sing but to be a musician, read music at first sight and play an instrument, usually the piano. Singing schools
would force the singers to follow courses of
acting and have a reasonable good command
in the languages in which they sing.
In summary: I think that Jussi should
feel fortunate to have developed his artistic
career in the time it really took place in
which he was “the King of the singers of his
time.” n

October 2015 Quoting Shirley Knight
“. . . In terms of guys, I am partial
to Jussi Björling. Ooooooooohhh.
There’s a certain sound that really gets
your heart, and his always did.”
—Opera News, “Listener of Note:
“Shirley Knight” by Brian Kellow,
October 2015, p. 80
March 2016 Quoting Brian Kellow...
“If I were to choose the most purely
beautiful tenor singing I have heard, I
might well vote for Björling’s “Instant
charmant...En fermant les yeux,” from
Manon, one of the many intoxicating
moments on the recording of his September 24, 1955 Carnegie Hall recital.
Now the Jussi Björling Society
USA unveils an undiscovered Björling
treasure—a Copenhagen recital from
October 15, 1959” ...Read it all in
Opera News, “On the Beat,” by Brian
Kellow in the March 2016 issue on
page 8.

The Björling His Colleagues Knew			
By James A. Drake

EDITOR’S NOTE: Given by Dr. Drake in SLC
at 2:30 pm, June 17th, 2015. At 10 am that
morning, Drs. Drake and David N. Tucker
had done a presentation on David’s father,
Richard Tucker.

H

aving just heard Richard Tucker
in the prime of his career, I think
you’ll find it surprising to hear
what he sounded like when he was 24 years
old and had just learned his first opera aria.
Let me describe how he learned that aria by
re-telling the story as it was told to me by
the pianist Alex Alexay, who was an accompanist for Eleanor Steber and Jan Peerce,
among other singers:
“Richard had just married Sara about a
month or so before he called me and asked
me to help him learn some music. I had met
him before he and Sara got married, and I
was at their wedding party along with Jan
and his wife Alice. At the time, Ruby (as
everyone called him) was just a part-time
cantor, and was trying to make a living as a
salesman in the garment district. He didn’t
have an accompanist or anything because
he wasn’t a professional singer in the commercial sense.
“He called me for an appointment, and
of course I was happy to meet with him--but
I didn’t know why he wanted to see me. He
came to my studio early (he was always early
for everything) and he was carrying with
him a phonograph record. The record was
Edward Johnson’s Victor Red Seal disc of
“Ch’ ella mi creda” from Fanciulla del West.
“I told Ruby that I would be at the
WEVD radio studio, which I worked for on
and off, and we set a day and time to meet
there. When he came, I asked him what he
wanted to see me about. He asked me if I
could get the score for the music so I could
teach him the aria. He told me that he had
listened to the Johnson recording over and
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over, and had written out what he thought
were the words—he had printed them
phonetically, very neatly, in large letters on
two sheets of paper.
“I told him that I didn’t need a score because I already knew the aria, and had even
accompanied Peerce singing it. I asked Ruby
why he wanted to learn that aria—or for that
matter, any aria, since he was a cantor and
not a professional singer. He said, “Well, I
read that this opera is about the Wild West,
and that It was written for Caruso. I’d just
like to see if I can do it, that’s all.”
What he said didn’t make any sense to
me, so I pressed him about why he was even
interested in that music. Frankly, I suspected
that it was because Jan Peerce was already
pursuing a career in opera on radio. And I
would have understood that if it was Ruby’s
motive. But what he told me almost floored
me. He said sheepishly, ‘I told Sara that one
day I’m going to be a big opera star. She said
I was crazy, but I talked her into marrying
me, and now I’ve got to make good on my
promise. I have to start somewhere, and this
is a short song, so let me try it out with you.’
“I knew that he couldn’t possibly
sing the aria as it was written, because he
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couldn’t sing beyond an A-flat reliably. So
instead of embarrassing him by having him
crack the note, I transposed it a half-tone
down, and he got through the aria. As a favor to him, I asked one of the studio people
to record it on a blank lacquer-coated disc,
which radio stations used at that time.
“He was very proud of that disc, and
he couldn’t wait to take it home to Sara and
play it for the friends in their apartment
building. Many years later, he had it transcribed onto tape so he could listen to his
voice at that young age. He had a copy made
for me, which he had his driver deliver to
my studio. He included a handwritten note
in which he asked me to call him as soon as
I played the tape.
“Well, Alex,” he said to me, “I sure was
a green potato, wasn’t I!”
***
Of the great singers I interviewed when
I was writing for commercial magazines in
the 1970s, Jan Peerce was perhaps the most
candid—not only about himself, but also
about the many singers he had performed
with or had heard in person. When I asked
him about Jussi Björling, he described
him as “a dear man in every sense, a
real mensch.” He relayed this memory of
Björling’s encouragement:
“The dearest thing that I can remember
about him [is] the first time I met him. There
was a supper party being given after one of
the spring performances. We went to this
party, and Jussi came over to me and introduced himself. He was a big star at the time!
“The first question he asked me was,
‘Why aren’t you at the Met?’ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I
couldn’t tell you.’ He said, ‘Wouldn’t you like
to be at the Met?’ I said [that] of course, I’d
like to be at the Met. With that, he took me
by the hand and dragged me over to Edward
Johnson, who was at the party.
“Jussi said, ‘Eddie, why isn’t he at the
Met? He belongs there [and] he is better
than anybody you’ve got!’ Johnson said,
‘Including you?’ He said, ‘Yes! He is better
than I.’ He was very generous.
“So Johnson said, ‘Well, maybe, in the
future we’ll have him.’ Jussi said, ‘Don’t wait

Alexander Kipnis

too long! He belongs there, and you should
have him.’ And we became friends from that
moment.”
To provide a context for Peerce’s comments about Jussi, I will quote his candid
opinions about other singers whom he had
heard or performed with:
David Bispham: “Thanks to the importance that the Jewish settlement houses
placed upon the arts, I was able to hear the
great baritone David Bispham in a concert
of songs. If you want to talk about an artist,
he was an artist. I especially remember his
‘Erlkönig,’ ‘Annie Laurie,’ and ‘Old Folks at
Home.’ But what really got my attention
was ‘Danny Deever.’ He sang and acted
that song! It wasn’t until I heard Lawrence
Tibbett sing ‘On the Road to Mandalay’ that
I heard another baritone create an entire
character out of a song.”
Earlier Tenors: “I think every tenor of
my generation was influenced more by Gigli
than anyone else. And maybe by Schipa in
the light roles. As for Caruso, I wasn’t that
interested in Caruso because to me, he was
great only when he was young. Toscanini
told me that--and my ears tell me that when
I listen to his recordings. In the early ones,
like those cylinders he made, you hear a
beautiful lyric tenor. Later on, it became a
big voice, but he sacrificed beauty for power.
“I thought that Martinelli in his prime
was frankly better than Caruso in the big
roles, although I have to clarify that I didn’t
hear Caruso ‘live.’ The other big Italian tenor
of that time was Lauri-Volpi, but he wasn’t
my cup of tea. I couldn’t take that fast vibrato
he had. And today, he couldn’t get away with
the interpolations and overdone phrasing

Jan Peerce

that he got away with in the old days.”
American Baritones: “It’s apparent
that America has produced many of the
best that there is. Dick Bonelli was a fine
baritone. So were the two ‘Franks,’ Guarrera
and Valentino. My favorite as a colleague
was Robert Weede. Bob Weede and I go
way back together, and when I took on the
part of Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof, I was
following Bob Weede’s path. He had created
The Most Happy Fella on Broadway.
“Bob Merrill may have a more beautiful natural voice, but he’s not an actor like
Bob Weede, and he can’t create a distinctive
character like Bob Weede could. Bob Merrill’s problem is that he can get by with that
incredible tone and the natural ability he
has. But he doesn’t like to work that hard.””
“For sheer voice, Leonard Warren, may
his soul rest in peace, was the best of all of
them. His tones had more ‘ping’ than most
tenors! I have heard and read some other
singers who have said that Leonard Warren
deliberately made his voice sound darker
than it naturally was. That’s nonsense. No
baritone with a voice of his size could sing
high notes with an artificially dark vocal
production. Leonard Warren could sing the
tenor’s high-C! I’m an eyewitness and, so to
say, an ‘earwitness’ to it. I heard him do it in
warm-ups.”
Peerce on Peerce: “I think if you ask
my colleagues about me, they’ll tell you
that I always come prepared, that I study
hard and I work hard, that I don’t want the
spotlight at another colleague’s expense, and
that in general I’m a pretty nice guy. But if
you step on my toes, I stop being a nice guy.
Turn the other cheek? Why would I do that?
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So you can hit me again on the other cheek?
I’m a little guy, but if somebody does something disrespectful toward me, I might lose
the war but I’ll give him a hell of a battle.”
Rudolph Bing: “All I will say about
Rudolf Bing is that he had it in for me from
Day One because I had wanted Larry Tibbett to succeed Eddie Johnson. As for Bing,
the word ‘imperious’ is too soft for that
man. He’s like Von Karajan, either an ex-Nazi or a Nazi sympathizer. I wouldn’t waste
the saliva to spit on either one of them.”
***
As has already been noted, I was privileged to be chosen by Sara Tucker--the wife
of the great tenor, the sister of another great
tenor (Jan Peerce), and, of course, the mother of David Tucker and his two brothers.
Thanks to the late Mrs. Tucker, I become the
authorized biographer of Richard Tucker.
At that time, Sara Tucker was represented by Luciano Pavarotti’s manager, the late
Herbert Breslin. As a result of her connection
with Herbert Breslin, I was privileged to have
Maestro Pavarotti contribute the foreword
to the Richard Tucker biography. Not only
did the ever-generous Pavarotti contribute
the foreword to my book, he even arranged
to join Sara Tucker and me at a major
book-signing event in Miami in 1985.
As I look back on that period of my
life, I realize more and more how much I
learned from Sara Tucker, from the Tucker
family overall (and David in particular),
and from their wide circle of friends in the
performing arts, in the business world, in
philanthropy, and also in their interdenominational religious circle.
I use the word “interdenominational” because, although Richard Tucker was
perhaps the pre-eminent cantor of his
generation and was very proudly and very
publicly Jewish, he was devoted to and honored by Roman Catholic organizations and
causes. Two of the several honorary doctoral
degrees he received were from St. John’s University and the University of Notre Dame.
When Sen. Robert F. Kennedy was
murdered, it was Richard Tucker whom the
Kennedy family asked to sing the “Panis

Angelicus” at St. Patrick’s Cathedral. And
when Richard Tucker passed away in 1975,
it was at St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Manhattan that the President of Notre Dame, Fr.
Theodore M. Hesburgh, said a Requiem
Mass for David’s father--the first Mass ever
given for a Jew in the long history of St.
Patrick’s Cathedral.
There is a sense in which I personally
benefited from the ease with which Richard
Tucker traveled in the Jewish and Gentile
worlds. David’s mother chose me as her
husband’s authorized biographer even
though I was not Jewish, and had barely
known any Jewish people when I was growing up. Not only that, I had never heard
Richard Tucker in the opera house—and in
fact I could scarcely claim that I ever met
Richard Tucker.
Actually, I did, but only in the sense
that I made eye contact with him for about
one-tenth of a second at maestro Wilfrid
Pelletier’s 75th birthday party, which I
attended as Rosa Ponselle’s representative.
At that party (and you can see an excerpt
from it on YouTube), Maestro Pelletier
was surrounded by a houseful of famous
colleagues that included not only his wife,
Rose Bampton, but Licia Albanese, Bidu
Sayao, Karin Branzell, Stella Roman, and
Thelma Votipka, among others.
The maestro went to the piano and
struck up the opening chords of the
“Libiamo” from Traviata, which caused an
impromptu serenade by Richard Tucker and
Licia Albanese. I was standing with several
other guests when Tucker and Albanese
sang their concluding high note—and I
believe that I made eye contact with David’s
father for that very brief moment. But did
I meet him? No. Did I ever hear him sing?
Only for about one minute, at a birthday
party. Nonetheless, I was chosen to be his
authorized biographer.
If literary reviews can be taken at
face value, I seem to have written a very
good book, and I’m rather proud of that.
But there is another book about Richard
Tucker that will soon be completed, and
it will be even better than mine because
David Tucker is its primary author. He and
his collaborator, Burton Spivak, a noted

American historian, are in the final stages
of a wonderful book about David’s relationship with his father. I have read every
chapter, and I can tell you first-hand that
it’s a terrific “read” because David’s original
career path was not in medicine, but as a
promising young tenor under the tutelage of
Frederick Jagel, with whom David studied
at the New England Conservatory.
Not only Frederick Jagel, but the
legendary Giacomo Lauri-Volpi, for whom
David sang at Lauri-Volpi’s request at his
villa in Rome, thought that David had the
potential to become a fine tenor in his own
right. The fact that he became David N.
Tucker, M.D., and a prominent, respected,
and highly successful eye surgeon rather
than a primo tenore, is a key part of David’s
narrative in his new book.
As for me, I’m proud to be David Tucker’s friend. And I am especially proud that
through the Jussi Björling Society USA, and
through Andrew Farkas, whom I consider
a mentor as a researcher and writer, I am
honored to be your guest, with David, at this
splendid get-together of the Björling Society.
As you might have noticed in the
printed program for this conference, the
title of David’s and my presentation is
“Richard Tucker: The American Caruso,”
whereas the little manila program that you
have at your seats reads, “Richard Tucker:
Legendary American Tenor.” I confess to
you that it was I who asked Walter Rudolph
to use “The American Caruso” title in the
official program, so that I could tell you how
David’s father came to be promoted as “The
American Caruso.”
One of the most respected publicists
in classical music during the postwar era,
the late Thea Dispeker, whom I interviewed
several times, created the tag-line “The
American Caruso” shortly after she signed
Richard Tucker as a client. She told me that
as she always did when she was considering
a new client to promote, she had treated
Tucker to a long lunch so that she could get
a feel not only for his ambitions and career
goals, but also what he was like as a person,
what “made him tick.”
She told me that during that long luncheon, she discerned that Richard Tucker
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viewed life in two extremes. “The way I see
it, Miss Dispeker,” he said, “is that everybody who’s born in this free country of ours
has two choices: you can be a king, or you
can be a bum. There’s no in-between. And
I’m heading for king.”
About two weeks later, she said, she
invited Tucker to her office, where she had a
large banner on display that read, “Richard
Tucker: The American Caruso.” She said
that when Tucker looked up at that banner,
he literally gasped and said, “Are you
kidding? ‘The American Caruso’? I can’t do
that! I can’t have anybody saying that about
me! They’ll think I’m out of my mind!”
Thea Dispeker waited for him to calm
down, and then she turned the tables on
him. “Ruby,” she said, “Did you not tell me
that in life you can either be a king or a
bum?” When he said yes, that’s what he had
told her, she looked at him and said, “Who
was the king of all tenors?” Of course, he
said “Enrico Caruso.”
To which Thea Dispeker then said,
“Take it or leave it, Ruby. If you’re my
client, you’re going to be promoted as ‘The
American Caruso.’ If you don’t want me to
promote you this way, then you don’t mean
what you say. Deep inside, you doubt yourself, and you don’t want to be king after all.”
She said that Tucker paused just long
enough to take stock of her proposal. A few
seconds later he exclaimed, “Okay, you’re
right. I can do it—I can make it. Let’s go
for it!”

In the mid-1970s, I spent many delightful afternoons with Alexander Kipnis
at his home in Westport, Connecticut. At
that time, although he had been retired for
nearly thirty years, he was active as a member of the board of the National Association
of Teachers of Singing, and was coaching
a select few bassos including Paul Plishka.
Kipnis, who had been the epitome of a singing actor in the diverse roles he performed,
was an astute analyst of singing technique,
and was not only a colleague but a personal
friend of Jussi Björling:
“We went to dinner many times when
we were in Europe—I remember in Vienna,
especially, where we sang Faust together—
and I would say that we became friends. He
liked to have a drink when he was not singing, so I always had something for him. In
Vienna, he called me at my hotel and said,
‘What did you bring with you?’ ‘Akvavit,’ I
replied. ‘Well, don’t let it just sit there in the
bottle. Bring it, we’ll drink some, and I’ll tell
you whether it is good akvavit!’
“We were similar types, I would say—
similar temperaments, with similar likes
and dislikes of conductors, stage directors,
managers, and even some of our colleagues.
To give you an idea of how we were together
offstage, I remember a discussion we had
about conductors. Between us, we had sung
with all of them, and generally we agreed in
which operas Toscanini was better than, say,
Bruno Walter, or the other way around. The
lesser conductors, ones like Fausto Cleva or
Wilfrid Pelletier, we thought were merely
competent but not very inspiring.
“I remember discussing Pelletier with
Jussi, and I recall saying to him, ‘Well, at
least Pelletier doesn’t claim that he has discovered the ‘essence’ of Bizet.’ Jussi replied,
‘Not yet—but give him another month.’
“Because I was older than Jussi, he
asked me many things about singers he had
heard about from his father and from other
older singers. In many cases, I had heard
the singers he was inquiring about, and in
some cases I even sang with them.
“I have heard most every tenor of my
time, and most of them after my time, and

also the ones today through television and
the radio and the several times a year that
my wife and I go to the Met. Björling has
a unique place in my memory—not only
because of the quality of his voice, but also
because of his phrasing, and the vocal line
that he was capable of. In the French repertoire especially, but also in most of the Verdi
roles that he sang, his phrasing, his vocal
line, was impeccable.”
To provide a context for Kipnis’s assessment of Björling, I will quote verbatim
his comments about other singers whom he
heard or sang with:
Mattia Battistini: “If you ask if there
was one singer who was the greatest in all of
my experience, I can tell you that Battistini
was that singer. He had everything! His
voice was like a golden bell! When I heard
him, I was tempted to quit my studies because I was sure that I could never do what
Battistini did. Unfortunately, his recordings
are only shadows of his marvelous voice. On
the stage, he was the picture of elegance.”
Leo Slezak: “Björling was especially
fascinated with Leo Slezak, whom I sang with
in 1913. Jussi had listened to many of Slezak’s
recordings. He believed (as I also did) that
Leo Slezak’s lieder recordings were exquisite.”
Lauritz Melchior and Max Lorenz:
“I knew Lauritz Melchior and Max Lorenz
when we were young men. Melchior and
Lorenz were heldentenors—which is the
vocal category that applies to the Wagnerian tenor roles, but which does not imply
anything about being an artist.
“An artist creates a character and
brings it to life through the voice and
through acting. I don’t consider the Wagnerian roles to be ‘acting’ because Wagner
essentially included the stage movements
in the score. I will say, however, that Max
Lorenz was an artist. I never considered
Melchior an artist because he couldn’t sing a
song if his life depended on it.”
Lawrence Tibbett: “In his time,
Tibbett was not only a superb vocalist but
also a true artist. The measure of an artist is
how well he has mastered the art of singing
a song and creating a character with the
song. Tibbett had that ability in abundance.
Unfortunately, his technique became
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problematic later in his career, as a result
of depressing his larynx to give his tones a
darker, fuller sound. I recall being shown
a copy of Tibbett’s autopsy, which showed
that the pairs of muscles which support
the larynx had lost their elasticity from the
larynx being constantly depressed.”
Leonard Warren: “If you ask me about
Warren, I will grant that he had a wide
range with an unusual top that could equal
many tenors. What I found fault with in
Warren was that he formed his tones too
far in the back of the throat, which gave his
voice an artificially dark color and sound.
He was not really a professional musician,
and had to learn most of his roles from a
repetiteur. As an actor he was credible in
some roles, but he did not know how to create real characters as, say, Tito Gobbi did.”
Zinka Milanov: “Of the sopranos I sang
with in the Verdi repertoire, Zinka Milanov
had the finest voice. Her range was quite
good, and her transitions into and out of the
chest register were seamless. Her pianissimi,
especially, were incredible! She could not
act, however, unless you want to say that a
policeman directing traffic is an actor.”
Rosa Ponselle and Rosa Raisa: “Of
the sopranos I heard in most of the roles
Milanov sang, Rosa Ponselle was the
greatest, both as a singer and an actress.
Everything about Ponselle was unique—the
timbre, the flexibility, and the size of her
voice. But there was another one: Rosa
Raisa. I heard Ponselle’s Norma in London,
and in Chicago I heard Raisa’s Norma. They
were very different in their approach to the
character of Norma, but the effect both of
them had on their audiences was equal.”
Maria Callas: “Don’t talk to me about
Maria Callas—not as a singer, nor as an actress. Her voice had such a wide vibrato that
sometimes you almost couldn’t tell where
the center of the tone was, nor even what
key she was singing in. And this so-called
‘acting’ of hers, this popping of her eyes,
this rushing from one side of the stage, back
and forth, and throwing around the train of
her dress. That is not ‘acting’ at all! That is
fury, not acting.” n
See more on page 38.

To Utah in Time of War: About
the Beginning of Jussi’s 1939/1940 Tour
By Harald Henrysson

The procedure called “an old Viking custom” (Portland, 1939)

A

t the 2015 JBS-USA conference in
Salt Lake City, material about Jussi
Björling’s 1939 Provo concert, his
first in Utah, was on display. That concert and its program may merit a special
commentary, and this article will also deal
a little more with the same tour. Before continuing, I would like to add that Jussi would
sing only once more in Utah, in Ogden on
13 November 1945—not long after the start
of his first US tour after WWII—and that
there were plans, though never realized for
unknown reason, for a concert in Salt Lake
City on 19 February 1947.
The Provo concert on 20 November
1939 was the beginning of Jussi Björling’s
first American tour during WW II. The
war in Europe had been going on for a few
months, since Germany’s attack on Poland,

20 November 1939
Provo, Utah Recital Program

and it would become a real world war in little more than two years, when the Japanese
attacked the US—a development which
restricted Jussi’s activities to Europe until
the end of 1945.
The 1939 tour was preceded by a
concert in The Hague on 4 November with
the Concertgebouw orchestra under Willem
Mengelberg (the only time Jussi sang under
that conductor). After the concert, Jussi and
Anna-Lisa had planned to leave on a Dutch
ship from Rotterdam, but the war changed
travel plans. Instead, they had to travel to
Bergen in Norway, where the accompanist
Harry Ebert joined them. During their stay,
Jussi drew some attention by stopping the
musicians at a restaurant from playing “La
Paloma” – a melody which he saw as a bad
omen. On 8 November, they sailed with S/S
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